
What divorcees should 
know before claiming their 
Social Security benefits 

	— Divorce doesn’t necessarily sever ties to Social Security benefits based on an ex’s 
earnings record. 

	— Knowing the eligibility criteria for spousal or survivor benefits based on your ex’s 
record are crucial for maximizing your potential benefits post-divorce.

	— Understanding limitations, such as the ability to claim benefits on only one 
ex-spouse’s earnings record, is also essential for making informed decisions.
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Getting divorced is never easy, particularly when it comes to 
separating finances. The good news is that rules for splitting 

your Social Security benefits are simple—and for some people can 
result in higher benefits.

Many people assume that once the divorce is final, any claim on 
benefits based on an ex’s earnings record is also final. But that’s 
not the case. While the rules can sound a little complicated, it’s 
certainly worth looking into.

Eligibility for spousal benefits based on ex’s record

If you are divorced from a spouse to whom you were married for at 
least 10 years, you may qualify for spousal benefits based on the ex’s 
record. The rules for divorced spousal benefits are very similar to the 
rules for spousal benefits if you had remained married. This may open 
opportunities for you to optimize your benefits claiming strategy.

Among the rules for collecting divorced spousal benefits are:

	— You cannot be currently married

	— You must have been married at least 10 years

	— You must be at least age 62

	— If your divorce was finalized less than two years ago, your 
former spouse must have filed for retirement benefits, which 
are benefits based on his or her earnings record

	— If your former spouse has not applied for retirement benefits but 
is at least age 62 and your divorce has been final for at least two 
years, you may be eligible to receive spousal benefits based on 
your ex’s earnings record

In general, you can collect the greater of (1) retirement benefits for 
which you are eligible and (2) your spousal benefits based on your 
ex’s earnings record. The amount of retirement benefits for which 

1



you are eligible is the current level of retirement benefits you are 
receiving today, or the level of retirement benefits you would receive 
if you applied for these benefits today. 

For everyone younger than 70 today, whenever they apply for 
benefits, they are considered to be applying for their retirement 
benefits and, when eligible, their spousal benefits. That is, they 
cannot restrict their application to one of these benefits and later 
switch to the other benefit after it has grown. As noted above, 
someone may become eligible for spousal benefits on an ex’s record 
before the ex applies for benefits. That is different than for a couple 
who is still married, so the claiming strategies may vary.

Keep in mind, the amount of benefits the divorced spouse is eligible 
to collect based on the ex-spouse’s record will not impact the benefit 
amounts that the ex-spouse or their current spouse might receive.

It’s also important to note that, if you remarry, you will no longer be 
eligible for spousal benefits based on your ex’s record and you will not 
be eligible for spousal benefits based on your new spouse’s earnings 
record until you have been married to that person for one year.

How much are divorced spousal benefits

If you meet all of the requirements outlined above, you can qualify 
for up to one-half of your former spouse’s Primary Insurance 
Amount (PIA). The PIA is the ex’s retirement benefit amount if 
claimed at his or her full retirement age (FRA). It’s important that 
we use the term “up to” because, just like your retirement benefits, 
divorced spousal benefits will be reduced if you claim these 
benefits prior to your FRA.

If you aren’t sure whether your own retirement benefits or your 
divorced spousal benefits would be higher, contact the Social 
Security Administration and ask what these two benefit amounts 
would be. You can compare the two benefits to see which one is 
higher, and you can use that information to craft a claiming strategy.

Eligibility for survivor benefits based on ex’s record

The rules for collecting survivor benefits based on an ex’s record 
have similar themes to the spousal benefit rules described above, 
but they are not quite the same:

	— As with spousal benefits, you must have been married at 
least 10 years

	— You must either be unmarried, or you did not remarry before age 60

	— You must not be entitled to higher retirement benefits based 
on your earnings record. Your entitled benefit amount is your 
benefit amount after you have filed for these benefits (Note 
that this is different from benefits you are eligible for, which is 
described above.)

	— You must be at least age 60 (There are exceptions—age 50 if you 
are disabled, and as described in the next bullet point.)

	— You are eligible at any age if caring for the ex-spouse’s child, who 
also is your natural or legally adopted child and younger than 16 
or has a disability and is entitled to benefits. These benefits will 
continue until the child reaches age 16 or until the child no longer 
has a disability. You can receive these benefits even if you were 
not married to your ex-spouse for 10 years.

You can restrict your application to survivor benefits and later 
switch to your retirement benefits after they have grown due to 
delaying the start of these benefits. Alternatively, you can restrict 
your application to retirement benefits and later switch to your 
survivor benefits, when they will be higher. 

How multiple marriages affect divorced spouse 
benefits

As stated above, in order to receive divorced spouse benefits on 
the earnings record of an ex-spouse, you must have been married 
to that person for at least 10 years. But what if you’ve been 
married multiple times to different people and for at least 10 years 
each? Can you collect benefits on all of their earnings records at 
the same time? The answer is no. You can only collect benefits on 
one of your ex’s records at a time. However, if you’ve been married 
more than once and for at least 10 years each time, you can 
choose to claim spousal benefits or survivor benefits based on the 
highest earner’s record.

Social Security claiming strategies can be complex, with lots 
of variables and options to consider. Consider working with a 
professional to evaluate your strategies and have confidence in 
your decision.
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Important Information
This material is provided for informational purposes only and is not intended to be investment advice or a recommendation to take any particular 
investment action.
The views contained herein are those of the authors as of May 2024 and are subject to change without notice; these views may differ from those of 
other T. Rowe Price associates.
This information is not intended to reflect a current or past recommendation concerning investments, investment strategies, or account types; advice 
of any kind; or a solicitation of an offer to buy or sell any securities or investment services. The opinions and commentary provided do not take into 
account the investment objectives or financial situation of any particular investor or class of investor. Please consider your own circumstances before 
making an investment decision.
Information contained herein is based upon sources we consider to be reliable; we do not, however, guarantee its accuracy.
Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future performance. All investments are subject to market risk, including the possible loss of principal. 
All charts and tables are shown for illustrative purposes only.
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